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  He was once Robin Hood, bold outlaw of Sherwood; now he is Robin of Huntingdon, one of the most powerful earls in England.


  Sir Roger of Doncaster, an enemy from Robin’s crusading days, is back in England and determined to take Huntingdon for his own. Caught in a desperate struggle for survival, Robin’s only solace is Will Scathelock, the man he has loved and resisted for years. Surrendering would be easy, but the stakes have never been higher. Roger has the might of King John behind him, and he will not rest until Robin is dead. Win or lose, Robin’s life will never be the same.
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  Prologue

  England April 1203


  The Queen Isabella eased her way through the calm waters of Portsmouth harbour. The crew busied themselves about the deck as the ship slid smoothly into her mooring place.


  The Queen Isabella was a merchant vessel, completing her return journey from Flanders. Within a day or two, she would set sail once more, her hold packed full of English wool. Occasionally, she also took passengers. On this voyage, there had been only two—a knight and his squire.


  Sir Roger of Doncaster stood by the railing, his body swaying slightly with the motion of the ship, watching England appear out of the early morning haze. It was ten years since he had last seen his home.


  Beside him, his fourteen-year-old squire, Thomas, clung to the railing as though they were in the middle of a storm. He had spent much of the voyage heaving his guts over the ship’s side.


  “Are we nearly there?” he groaned.


  “Look for yourself, fool. At least on land, I won’t have to watch you puking like some milksop girl.”


  Thomas flushed and stared down at the wooden deck planks between his boots. “I’m sorry, My Lord.”


  The anchor rope was lowered and the moorings made fast. The gangplank thudded down. Roger strode onto the dock, Thomas tottering behind him.


  “Aren’t you forgetting something?” Roger enquired.


  “My Lord?”


  “My armour, my horse. Do you intend to leave them in the hold for The Queen Isabella to carry back to Flanders?”


  Thomas reddened once more. “I’ll fetch them.”


  Roger heaved a sigh. Thomas had his uses, but he was not knight material. As soon as possible, he would rid himself of the boy. But that could wait.


  More important to him was finding a suitable residence. He had the means, thanks to the loot he had acquired on crusade and the ransoms collected from defeated opponents on the tourney circuits of Germany and France.


  There was the family manor, but he hadn’t been welcome there for some time. His father was long dead, and he had received news that his brother, too, was dying.


  There had never been much in the way of brotherly affection between them. They had different mothers, which was just one of the things that set them apart.


  Nicholas was a widower, his wife having died many years earlier, leaving no child behind to inherit. By rights, Roger was the lawful heir, but he had fallen out with his father long ago, and Nicholas had sided against him. Roger was anxious to see Nicholas before he drew up his will. If he knew the horson, he’d cut Roger out, and if that happened, Roger would need to seek legal advice.


  As a second son, Roger had no lands or titles. He’d been given two choices—the Church or the sword. He had chosen the sword and never regretted it, but if his brother and the law failed him, he would need to find employment, or marry well.


  Roger watched the dock workers hurry about their business. This was a busy port, with ships arriving and leaving at regular intervals. Cargo was unloaded and carted off to storage sheds ready for transportation.


  Children and animals were everywhere, getting underfoot. Roger saw one ragged urchin try to steal a piece of fish from a stall and receive a cuff on the side of the head for his trouble. On the surface of things, little had changed, and yet in Roger’s absence, the king had died and another had taken his place.


  Roger had fought for King Richard in the Holy Land, and again in France. He had been present the day Richard was mortally wounded. After Richard’s death, he had remained behind in France, having no wish to return to England.


  He’d spent his time drinking and whoring like all the other knights. For a time, he’d lived with a wealthy widow until they both grew bored of each other. Now, he was back in England, where he fully intended to throw himself on the patronage of King John. He had served under him in Ireland. They were of an age, and Roger had always preferred John to his brother Richard.


  Thomas appeared once more, leading Roger’s huge grey destrier. The horse snorted and bared his teeth as he was led ashore. It was Thomas’s duty to clean and feed him, but there was no love lost between them. Roger, on the other hand, the destrier always responded to. There was a deep bond between man and beast. They had seen each other through many a battle.


  Roger produced a handful of coins from the purse at his belt. “Secure us a cart to haul our possessions. After that, you can enquire where the best inn is in this town. We will stay the night in Portsmouth and go on tomorrow.”


  Thomas bowed and hurried off as fast as his wobbly legs would permit.


  Roger stood stroking his destrier’s neck. Tomorrow, he would head for Nottingham. The journey would take him some time. Thomas was a poor rider, and Roger would have to buy a horse for him as his own was buried in a French ditch.


  King John was absent from England, but he was said to be on his way home even now, and Roger intended to be waiting when he returned. He would likely make for Nottingham, as it was one of his favourite residences.


  He had been in Normandy, attempting to put a stop to the activities of his one-time ally, Philip of France. From what Roger remembered of the king, he was no strategist. His brief stay in Ireland had been disastrous, and he had been recalled in disgrace. Bit by bit, his French lands were slipping out of his control. It was his scheming mind, and his ability to strike the fear of God into his enemies with a mere word or glance, that Roger admired him for. Like John, Roger was also a man thwarted out of his rightful position in the world.


  Once, an earldom had been within his grasp, to be snatched away at the last moment. It was then that his father had despaired of him and sent him off to the crusade. He wondered if the old Earl of Huntingdon still lived, and if his daughter was married. Surely she was by now. She had been a pretty thing, Roger remembered. The thought of sharing her bed, not to mention her wealth, had been an attractive proposition.


  They had been betrothed, which, as far as Roger was concerned, meant they were as good as wed. All they were waiting for was the formal ceremony to be conducted by a priest, but then David of Huntingdon had backed out of the agreement. Roger had been left humiliated and adrift. He hoped savagely that the earl had died and that his daughter was either an old maid or else had taken vows as a nun. Then the Huntingdon lands would revert to the Crown or the Church. The Crown was more likely. The king would not miss a chance to add the revenues of Huntingdon to his coffers, or he might dispose of the lands on a loyal vassal of his choosing.


  Roger shook his head. He was being fanciful and he knew it. He would need to set his sights lower. An estate and a pretty wife to go with it would satisfy him. He was in the mood to settle down.


  Chapter 1


  The outlaws approached the village of Locksley under cover of darkness. They were a motley collection of criminals, ranging in age from twenty to fifty, comprised mainly of those who had fled into Sherwood to escape the long arm of the law—petty thieves, former clerks who had attempted to embezzle from their masters, and men charged with assault or rape, along with a smattering of poachers who’d had no choice but to flee their homes after they were discovered killing the king’s venison one too many times. For all, it was either life as a fugitive or death at the end of a rope.


  It was rare for outlaws to band together in such large groups. When you literally never knew if each day could be your last, and you could be killed just as easily by a friend as an enemy for the price on your head, loyalty was almost non-existent, unless, of course, you had a strong leader to rally behind, who would visit brutal reprisals on any traitors.


  If people spoke with reverence of Robin Hood, a former outlaw of Sherwood, then Adam Bell was spoken of with fear.


  For half a year, he and his band of cutthroats had waged a campaign of terror against the villages of Nottinghamshire and Huntingdon. Those they robbed, they killed, and they did not discriminate when it came to their victims. Any woman unlucky enough to cross their path did not live to speak of her ordeal. The ballads called Adam Bell the anti-Robin Hood. He was that man’s evil counterpart.


  Adam had always found the comparison amusing. Robin Hood was no longer King of Sherwood but the much revered Earl of Huntingdon, thanks to the generosity of King Richard. Adam was his successor, and he intended to make sure his reign went down in history, eclipsing all others who had gone before.


  A prudent leader would have moved his men on once their reputation became too notorious, but Adam and his band had no fear of retribution. Adam had an understanding with Nottingham’s sheriff, who would turn a blind eye to their actions if, from time to time, they did a service for him. That service was to harass the lands belonging to the Earl of Huntingdon, a thorn in the present sheriff’s side, as the earl had been for his predecessor. If Adam and his men could inconvenience the earl and make him look a fool, then the sheriff was well satisfied. They were useful, too, for dealing with recalcitrant peasants who flouted England’s laws. Spreading panic was what they did best, and they were paid handsomely for their trouble.


  Adam Bell had never questioned this. It wasn’t every day that a band of criminals was given free licence to wreak havoc and be well rewarded for their efforts. As a former member of the sheriff’s guard, Adam had witnessed firsthand the corruption of his superiors and suspected the sheriff’s orders came from a higher authority, but he’d never bothered to find out more.


  He called a halt, and his men clustered around him. Below them, Locksley’s inhabitants slept, safe and sound behind their cottage doors, or so they believed. Locksley was a decent-sized village. Ten years ago, it had been reduced to rubble, but the generosity of its lord had seen it restored.


  The earl was an exceptional master, according to reports. He was unable to spend much time in Locksley itself, leaving the running of it to a bailiff, but he made sure his people were fairly treated. The poorest families were fed from his own kitchens. It was said he had not raised taxes or rents for over a year. As a consequence, the people of Locksley dwelled in a false sense of security without fear of attack. The sheriff, or the king, had decided this should end. Tonight’s venture would set an example to both the earl and his complacent peasants.


  Adam addressed his men. “Right, lads, you know the drill. We get in, we steal everything of value and destroy what’s left, we get out. If you must take any of the lasses for sport, make it quick.”


  They moved with practised skill, as silent as shadows. Even so, a dog sensed their presence and set up an agitated barking. It burst out from behind one of the houses, hackles raised as it bravely confronted the interlopers.


  “Shut it up, for God’s sake,” Adam hissed.


  A quick blow from an outlaw’s cudgel and the dog collapsed, its skull shattered.


  The band separated. Within minutes, they had infested the village like some deadly disease. However, the dog’s warning had not been in vain. Men stuck their heads outside, looking for the source of the disturbance, and yells rent the night as the outlaws set to work.


  ***


  Adam approached the nearest cottage. There was a goat tethered outside it and a tiny vegetable plot behind. He drew his sword, a memento from his guard days, and with one quick slash, opened the animal’s throat. Two kicks caused the wood of the door to splinter. Adam was able to force his sword into the gap and break his way in. Screams greeted him as he entered, bringing a grin to his face.


  An old man appeared, his eyes bleary with sleep. “What do you want?” he mumbled.


  Adam brandished his bloody sword. “I want everything you have, old man. You and your lord have kept the king’s rightful taxes from him. Your defiance will no longer be tolerated.”


  “I know you, Adam Bell. You’re nothing but a rapist and a thief.”


  The man made a dive for his quarterstaff, which was leaning against the wall, but Adam’s sword was quicker. Leaving the man bleeding his life away on the floor, he began a thorough search of the cottage.


  He found a few earthenware pots. Since they were of no use to him, he smashed them. A particularly large vessel contained a thin vegetable broth, no doubt left over from the couple’s evening meal. Adam threw it out into the street, along with the half loaf of stale bread. He stuffed some cheese in his mouth, washing it down with ale taken from a small barrel in the corner before sending the remainder to join the broth. He appeared to have exhausted all the downstairs had to offer. A ladder gave access to the upper storey.


  A woman was hiding up there, presumably the wife of the man he had killed. She cowered against the wall, staring at him with wide, terrified eyes.


  “Adam Bell,” she breathed. “What have you done to my husband?”


  “He’s food for the worms. I’m feeling generous tonight, so if you don’t want to join him, keep a civil tongue in your head.”


  She started to sob. “You won’t get away with this. Our lord will hunt you down.”


  Briefly, Adam considered taking her, but she was old and wrinkled. It had been at least a fortnight since he’d emptied his seed into a lass, but he wasn’t that desperate.


  “Stop snivelling and tell me where your money is hidden.”


  With trembling hands, the woman pushed aside her straw mattress and flipped it over. Beneath it, Adam saw a drawstring pouch. He pulled it out and shook it, grinning at the clink of coins. The woman had sunk to the floor, moaning softly, but Adam didn’t spare her a second thought. Tucking the pouch into his belt, he descended the ladder, stepped over her husband’s lifeless body and left in search of more plunder.


  ***


  “Alan.” Jane dug her elbow hard into her husband’s ribs.


  Alan a Dale cracked open one eye. “What is it?”


  Screams assaulted his ears, followed by distant crashes and male voices raised in challenge or threat.


  Throwing back the bed covers, Alan hurried to the window and yanked aside the shutters. What he saw confirmed his worst fears. Men were everywhere. Some of them were villagers, and they were desperately trying to fight off a band of rough-looking brigands. Even as Alan watched, a woman tore down the street in her shift, hotly pursued by two men.


  “It was only a matter of time,” Jane said. They’d all heard the reports of the ferocious band of outlaws raiding the countryside. The sheriff seemed powerless to act, or else he didn’t care.


  Alan had been in Locksley ten years before when the previous sheriff, Guy of Gisborne, had sent his soldiers to Locksley with orders to kill everyone they could find and burn the village to the ground. Help had come from Robin and his men, but too late. Alan would never forget that night. It was still imprinted on his memory and often revisited him in nightmares. Now, it was happening again.


  Over my dead body, Alan vowed silently. He turned to Jane.


  “Stay here with the children.”


  She opened her mouth, but he forestalled any protests.


  “Stay here and protect them. If any of those bastards come calling, get out and make for the church. I have to help the rest of the men.”


  He shoved down memories of the church ablaze, the helpless villagers trapped inside, and snatched the sword that hung on the wall above their bed. It had been a gift to him years ago, from Robin, when Alan was made Bailiff of Locksley, but it was a long time since he had been an outlaw roaming Sherwood Forest. His skills were rusty, and he hated leaving Jane, but of all the village women, she, at least, could defend herself. During their time in Sherwood, she had trained with sword and bow.


  Alan left at a run. As bailiff, he tended the manor in Robin’s absence. He hoped these outlaws wouldn’t dare attack it.


  All around him was chaos. Pigs and cattle rampaged while four or five tough-looking men attempted to marshal them into some sort of order. Others smashed in front doors with their cudgels. Some of the villagers were putting up a rudimentary defence, but they were ill-prepared for such an attack.


  Alan waded into the fight, laying about him with his sword. The outlaws were mostly armed with sticks and knives. Any one of them would have been easily dealt with, but several at a time was more than Alan could handle.


  He parried the dagger of one outlaw and sent him howling to the ground, clutching his arm. Blood pumped steadily from the wound, and Alan knew an instant of satisfaction, but it was short-lived.


  A sweeping strike from one man’s cudgel sent the sword spinning out of his hand. Alan had a second of chagrin as he thought what Robin would say if he had seen that. Then he was ducking as the man swung for his head. It would have gone badly for him had a terrified pig not charged across their path, causing both of them to leap aside to avoid a collision.


  Alan dived to retrieve his dropped sword; when he regained his feet, his opponent was gone. More men emerged from their cottages, brandishing staves and pitchforks, but already the battle was winding down. The outlaws were leaving, herding most of the village’s livestock before them. Two of them were driving a cart laden with bread, cheese, fruit and any other edible foodstuffs they had managed to steal. Some of the village dogs ran yelping after the raiders, barking with excitement until their owners called them back. It was no use pursuing the outlaws into Sherwood. Few of the villagers knew the forest well. Alan had once been all too familiar with its pathways and trails, but that knowledge had grown patchy over time.


  The raiders were gone as quickly as they had come, and the villagers of Locksley were left to clean up the mess they left behind. The loss of their livestock was particularly devastating. Many of them relied on the meat in order to get through the winter. Cow’s milk was also in constant demand. It was sometimes possible to sell an animal at market if it had been carefully fattened all year. The animals were something to fall back on if the harvest was bad.


  “What now?” the miller demanded of Alan. “They’ve ruined my flour store. The bastards took what they could carry and pissed on the rest. It’s inedible.”


  “I’ll ride over to Huntingdon tomorrow,” Alan promised. “Robin is sure to offer help.”


  ***


  The man towered over the small boy. With his craggy face, tangled beard and unkempt mane of hair, he was a formidable sight. His name, incongruously, was John Little, but the children of the castle soldiers had long since taken to calling him Little John. He surveyed the child from his impressive height, and his deep, booming voice filled the bailey.


  “All right, lad, let’s see what you can do.” He indicated the quintain. The wooden post was complete with a rotating crossbar, from which hung a shield and bag of sand. If the shield was pierced, the sandbag would swing around and knock a knight from his horse, unless he managed to swerve aside in time.


  The small boy mounted his grey pony and brandished a wooden lance. He grasped the reins and kicked his heels into the pony’s flanks. The animal leapt forward, charging towards the quintain post.


  “He rides well,” Robin observed. He stood next to John, watching as the boy bore down on his opponent.


  John Little, head of Huntingdon’s garrison, watched his son with unmistakable pride as he succeeded in delivering a blow to the centre of the shield with his lance. The impact caused the quintain to swing, the sandbag delivering a solid thump to the boy’s back as he attempted to swerve out of the way, knocking him from his saddle. He landed in the mud of the bailey, where he sat, a shocked look on his face.


  John’s laugh was as loud as his voice. “Never mind, lad, pick yourself up.”


  His son, Martin, scrambled to his feet, cheeks flushed with chagrin.


  “Back you come,” John called. “You struck the target. That’s the first step. Now, you just have to avoid getting hit yourself.”


  Martin walked his pony back to the start. His moment of embarrassment had passed, to be replaced by excitement.


  “Did you see? I hit it.”


  “So you did,” Robin said with a smile. “We’ll make a knight of you yet.”


  According to custom, Robin, as earl, would have been expected to foster the sons of noble houses beneath his roof. He would have trained them as squires, and they would have served him until ready for knighthood. Perhaps they might have remained on as knights in his retinue. Robin, however, had defied custom, and chosen to train Martin, the son of a Saxon peasant, instead.


  John, as a mere soldier, hadn’t the money to pay for tutors to train his son in the art of fighting, but Robin had gladly taken on the role.


  Martin would not inherit any lands, meaning he would need to earn his living. In time, and if he was fortunate, he might earn himself a worthy post in a lord’s castle. The patronage of the Earl of Huntingdon was a strong recommendation, and Robin was fond of the boy. Martin was the son he might have had.


  His thoughts turned to David, dead before he had really begun to live. It was an old wound, but a raw one that still stabbed knives into his heart when he wasn’t expecting it. The slightest thing could cause it—the innocent delight of a child, or the love and pride in his father’s eyes.


  “Can I try again?” Martin was hopping from foot to foot.


  “Aye, lad, have another go.” John’s smile was visible even through his beard as Martin once more hoisted himself onto his pony’s back and thundered towards the quintain.


  “It’s time to begin sword training, I reckon.”


  “He’s ready,” Robin agreed.


  “It’s certainly a better future than I could give him.”


  “That’s nonsense,” Robin told him. “You’re a good father, John. You provide for your family. You have nothing to be ashamed of.”


  “Without you, Martin would be nothing. I know it annoys Lady Marian, what you’re doing for a low-born peasant lad.”


  At mention of his wife, the smile slid from Robin’s face. Marian was with child again, but neither of them was daring to get their hopes up. They had been doomed to disappointment too many times before.


  Robin had been ordered to wed Marian by King Richard himself. When an ill-advised night of passion, which Robin had later regretted, had left Marian with child, the king had taken steps to ensure that she and Robin were married as soon as possible. He had even gone so far as to threaten Robin, then a notorious outlaw running wild in the Forest of Sherwood, that he would murder all of his friends, including John and his wife Daphne, if Robin did not agree. By marrying Marian, Robin had ensured his friends were pardoned and allowed to return to their lives. The price, though, had been high. Robin had been forced to turn from the one person he loved more than anyone in the world, to ride away and not look back.


  He had not seen Will for nine years, but the memory of him was an ache that never went away. Robin had done his best to adjust to his new life. Through marriage, he had become the Earl of Huntingdon, one of the most powerful nobles in England. King Richard had also reinstated him as Lord of Locksley, the estate that was his birthright but which had been stolen by a rival while Robin was on crusade. He also had the manors of Gisborne, Hathersage and Blidworth.


  Marian was beautiful, confident, even charming, but she did not understand him. She resented the attention Robin lavished on John and Daphne’s son. John was originally from Hathersage. Robin had made him Captain of the Garrison at Huntingdon Castle, and Martin had grown up within the castle walls, playing with the children of other soldiers and servants. When John had expressed a wish for Martin to learn to become a knight, and Robin had offered to aid him, it had brought about a violent quarrel between him and Marian. She had accused him of trying to replace their lost son with another.


  Robin had further demeaned himself, in Marian’s eyes, by appointing Alan a Dale, once a humble kitchen boy, as Bailiff of Locksley. Alan had proved himself wise and capable, as Robin had known he would, though it was true he was more at home in the tavern he and his wife managed than the grand austerity of Locksley Manor.


  While Marian loved nothing better than socialising with the nobles of the county and was renowned for throwing lavish feasts and parties, Robin still remained more comfortable with those of lower birth. Unusually for someone of his station, he took an active interest in the lives of the people under his care and was famed for his just rule. Less charitable men called him a soft-hearted fool, but his tenants loved him. He went out of his way to make sure none suffered, even taking food to the poorest families. Though he was forced by the king to collect ever higher taxes from his tenants, he often let off those families who were unable to pay. This was a further bone of contention between himself and Marian, who frequently expressed the wish he comport himself in a manner befitting his rank and title.


  Robin heaved a sigh, regretting yet again the absence of children. A family might have gone some way towards bridging the gulf between them. Fate, it seemed, had other ideas.


  Marian had miscarried within weeks of their wedding. Robin had barely begun to adjust to the idea that he would be a father when that expectation was over, in a tragic case of history repeating itself. Once before, Robin had been on the point of marriage to a woman pregnant with his child, and both the baby and its mother had been lost. Marian, at least, had survived. A tiny, guilty part of him had wondered what would have happened if Marian had miscarried a few weeks earlier. He would never have been obliged to marry her. The dream he and Will had shared, of living together in spite of the laws of God and Man, might have become a reality.


  There had been other miscarriages since then. Each one drove them a little further apart.


  Robin was jerked back to the present by Martin’s squeal of delight. The boy had once more ridden at the quintain, and this time, he had not only managed to strike the shield with his lance but had succeeded in swerving before the sandbag could pivot around and knock him from his pony. Robin joined in John’s applause.


  John ruffled Martin’s hair. “That’ll do for today, lad. I need to supervise the training of the men, and your mother’s probably wondering where you are.”


  “Can I come and watch?” Martin pleaded.


  A chuckle rumbled in John’s great chest. “All right, so long as you are quiet.”


  Robin watched them go. Martin skipped at his father’s side, chattering nonstop. Robin’s momentary good mood disappeared with them.


  He often thought life had been easier when he was an outlaw. He found himself wishing for the days when he had lived in Sherwood, sleeping beneath the stars and hunting the king’s deer. At least then he had been comfortable in his own skin.


  ***


  Marian knelt on the chapel floor. The icy cold of the stone seeped through the thin material of her gown, making her shiver. She held her hands clasped before her and stared at the statue of the Virgin that rested on the altar. The Madonna was depicted with a serene smile on her face as she cradled her newborn son.


  Please, Marian begged, as she did every day. Please let this child live. Let him be a boy. Let Huntingdon finally have an heir.


  Her stomach lurched with nausea. The sickness had been growing worse, but Marian welcomed it. It was proof that the child inside her was alive.


  Fear gnawed at her. It was with her every hour of the day. Ever since she had found out she was with child, she had been seized in turn by feelings of joy and terrible moments of dread. Six times she had been pregnant. Three of those pregnancies had ended in miscarriage. Then had come David, her beautiful little boy. He’d had her eyes. She remembered how silky and warm his skin had felt. She remembered his baby smell, the way his face would light up when he saw her, and how he would wrap his tiny fingers around her thumb.


  She had named him after her father. He had been her life—Robin’s, too. For a time, they had been a proper family. That time had been all too brief.


  Fever had come to Huntingdon, creeping on stealthy, unseen feet into every home. Servants, peasants and knights had been struck down. The entire area had been infested with death. Marian had survived, as had Robin, but David had not. She had held his little body in her arms, even though the physicians said it was dangerous, that she might catch the fever. She had kissed his face over and over again, as if her love could will him back to life. He had not even reached his second birthday.


  Robin had been genuinely grief-stricken, Marian knew, but he had seized the first opportunity to leave. He had gone to join King Richard in France. Marian had never forgiven him for that. On Richard’s death, he had returned to England, and John had become king.


  They’d tried to carry on as before, but something had broken between them. When Marian had become pregnant for the fifth time, she had hoped it would heal the rift. But her child, a girl, had been stillborn. Another pregnancy and still birth had followed in quick succession. She was always swift to quicken with a babe; she just never seemed able to hold on to them. Sometimes Marian wondered if it was God’s way of punishing her.


  Nine years ago, she had lied to both Robin and King Richard. She had convinced them both that she was carrying Robin’s child, thereby forcing King Richard to allow the match. It had been the wish of her father, as well as Marian herself, that the estates of Locksley and Huntingdon be united. Marian had loved Robin. She’d thought to save him from his outlaw life, and, worse, the temptation of Will Scathelock, a man for whom Robin harboured unnatural desires. So she had lied to the king, got the man she wanted and faked a miscarriage to avoid arousing suspicion when her pregnancy failed to show. Since then, none of her babies had lived.


  No one knew her secret, except her loyal maid, Ursula, and God, of course. This was her seventh pregnancy, and if this one failed, Marian didn’t know what she would do.


  “Are you well, My Lady?”


  Marian scrubbed at her damp cheeks and managed to smile at Tuck, Huntingdon’s chaplain. When he had been driven out of his parish at Locksley by the sheriff, Guy of Gisborne, he had taken up with Robin and his outlaws in Sherwood. After they were pardoned and Locksley restored, Tuck could have returned there, but he had elected to come and live at Huntingdon as the castle chaplain.


  Marian liked Tuck. He was the only one of Robin’s former outlaw friends who did not look at her with hostility. He treated her as he did everybody, with kindness and patience.


  “I am well,” Marian said. “Just a little sick.” She got to her feet, her knees protesting from their prolonged contact with the floor, and smoothed her skirts. “I must get on. There is much to do.”


  “Ah, yes. I had forgotten about tonight’s festivities. I understand Henry Runeville is to be among the guests?”


  “He is indeed. It’s been too long since he was here. I must speak with Robin. Do you know where he is?”


  “The last I saw, he was at the quintain with John and little Martin.”


  Marian’s mouth became a hard line. “I might have known. He’d rather spend time playing games than help me get ready for the feast being held in his friend’s honour.”


  Tuck made no comment.


  Marian hurried from the chapel. She needed to speak to Cook, to make sure her orders for the extravagant feast she was planning were being followed to the letter. There was still a good deal to do before the guests started arriving.


  She would have to find Robin and drag him away from his sport. The expensive vintage she’d had imported from Italy especially for this occasion still had not come.


  ***


  Robin and John had barely made it back inside the castle when Daphne appeared at a run.


  “Alan and Jane are here. Outlaws have attacked Locksley. Simon has shown them to the great hall.”


  Robin lengthened his stride to a sprint, but even he was unable to match the long legs of John Little. Daphne trotted along behind them.


  Simon Cloudsley, Huntingdon’s steward, was in the great hall, plying Alan and Jane with food and wine. As Robin entered, a small girl ran squealing towards him.


  “Uncle Robin!”


  Robin swept Sarah up in his arms and swung her around while she shrieked with delight.


  Her little sister, Mary, peeped up at him, and he crouched, Sarah still wrapped around him like a monkey, to kiss her and tug her braids.


  He was a second father to Alan’s daughters. He had taken them before him on his saddle and engaged in snowball fights with them in winter. Mary was less robust than her older sister, and his favourite.


  Jane put down the wine she had just lifted to her mouth and hurried forward to hug first Daphne, then John. She reached Robin last, kissing his cheek as she flung her arms around him.


  “Thank you, Simon,” Robin said, setting Sarah on her feet and turning to greet Alan. “Please let Lady Marian know we have guests.”


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  Simon hovered.


  “What is it?” Robin demanded.


  “The guards apprehended a villager poaching in Huntingdon Chase, My Lord. He is in the dungeon at the moment, awaiting your decision as to what to do with him.”


  Robin repressed his impatience with difficulty. “If the man was caught poaching in Huntingdon Chase, then he was perfectly within his rights. You know full well I gave permission for the villagers to do so, as long as they do not stray beyond the domain borders.”


  “He was close to the outskirts of Sherwood, My Lord.”


  “As long as he didn’t go beyond it, he has my permission to go free. Give him a warning and have the foresters keep an eye on him.”


  Simon bowed his agreement. He was a good steward, if a bit overzealous at times. He stuck to the letter of the law, and sometimes found Robin’s rules a little disconcerting.


  From the beginning, Robin had decreed that anyone was allowed to poach deer, rabbit and salmon on his lands. It was an unheard of concession. Most lords guarded their game jealously and dealt out severe punishments to anyone caught taking what did not belong to them. It had brought Robin even more respect among the poorest villagers, where a deer poached in the forest might mean the difference between starvation and survival.


  Robin waved Alan and Jane back to the table. He sat opposite them, with Mary on his lap, while Sarah ran off to find Martin. She had taken to following him around whenever she was at the castle.


  Tuck entered the great hall, out of breath from running. “I just met Simon. He said Alan was here and that he’d been attacked by outlaws.”


  “Not just me,” Alan said. “The bastards raided Locksley late last night. They made off with most of our livestock and destroyed anything of value they found. They took everything edible that they could carry. Nearly all our winter stores were either taken or destroyed.”


  “Was anyone hurt?” Robin asked.


  “Aye, a few. It was the women who came off worse.” Alan did not elaborate—he didn’t need to.


  Jane grimaced. “Annie, the fletcher’s daughter, hasn’t spoken a word since. She’s only twelve years old.”


  John growled, his hand unconsciously going to his belt, where his battleaxe often hung.


  Mary, frightened, burrowed her face into Robin’s tunic. He cuddled her absently.


  Rage threatened to consume him. Locksley had already suffered enough. During the former sheriff’s time, the villagers had been persecuted mercilessly. Now, a new band of outlaws had taken up residence in Sherwood and were running riot. This was not the first report of their doings to reach Robin’s ears.


  “You will be compensated,” he said to Alan. “You have my word.”


  “What of the sheriff?” Tuck asked. “Surely he will put a stop to this.”


  “We tried appealing to him,” Alan said.


  “Let me guess,” John grunted. “He couldn’t give a rat’s arse.”


  Alan nodded.


  “Anything that inconveniences me is a bonus to him,” Robin said. “Picard will do nothing. We shall have to deal with these outlaws ourselves. You, Jane and the children must stay the night.”


  Alan looked pleased. A gifted minstrel, he never missed an opportunity to play in front of high-born people. Jane, however, seemed worried.


  “We don’t want to cause any trouble, Robin. I’m sure the outlaws will not return to Locksley. We have nothing else for them to take. And then Lady Marian—”


  “Will understand,” Robin finished for her. “I’ll speak to her.”


  It was common knowledge that Marian disapproved of the members of his former band of outlaws coming to visit him at Huntingdon. She’d never made a secret of it. Robin had made it clear from the start that they were as welcome as any noble—more so, in fact. They had been through hard times together, shed blood together, both their own and that of men who sought to kill them. Robin had a far deeper bond with them than with any county magnate, with the exception of Lewis d’Ambray, Lord of Mansfield, and Henry Runeville, Lord of Barnsdale.


  As if she’d heard her name mentioned, Marian swept into the hall, a harassed look on her face. She gave the newcomers a cursory glance before spearing Robin with a furious gaze. He spoke before she could.


  “There’s been trouble at Locksley, Marian. Alan and Jane will be staying here as my guests for the time being.”


  She nodded distractedly. “Good. Alan can play for us tonight at the feast.”


  “What feast? I have no time tonight. I must ride to Locksley at once. They are in need of provisions after the outlaws’ attack.”


  Mary, sensing the sudden atmosphere, slid off his lap and ran to the safety of her mother’s skirts. Robin was aware of the others scurrying for cover as Marian’s eyes took on an ominous glint.


  “I take it you haven’t forgotten that Henry Runeville and his wife are paying us a visit? They’ll be here in a few hours, along with many of the local gentry. And the wine merchant has yet to arrive.” She ran a disparaging eye over him. “I know you set little store by appearances, but do you think you could at least make some effort to look less like a peasant and more like an earl?”


  Robin gaped at her. He had indeed forgotten about Henry Runeville’s visit. It was something he tried not to think about if at all possible. Ever since his marriage three years ago, Henry tended to visit him when he wanted something.


  Henry Runeville had married the widow, Lady Beatrice of Derby. She was a woman renowned for her beauty, but also for her extravagance. Henry, a man prone to gambling and jousting tournaments, which he rarely won, soon found himself in debt. He was besotted with Beatrice, and could deny her nothing. He also had a fondness for Beatrice’s son from her first marriage, a spoiled little boy of about eight years old. As Henry and Beatrice had no children of their own, he was the adored darling of both.


  More than once, Henry had come to Robin asking for a loan. Since they were friends, Robin had given him the money. Henry had always sworn to repay him, but he never had. Meanwhile, his debts mounted, Beatrice’s extravagance grew worse, and Henry came begging for money again. He’d been to the Jews, Robin knew, as well as other nobles of his acquaintance. It was even rumoured he’d sold lands to pay for his wife’s eccentricities and then tried to buy them back but been refused. Robin had no doubt that Henry was once more after funds, and this time he had no intention of helping him. His coffers were not bottomless, whatever Henry might believe. He could no longer afford to keep handing out money that was never paid back.


  Marian had always got on well enough with Lady Beatrice, even though she did not approve of Beatrice’s spending habits. She did, however, dote on Beatrice’s little boy, behaving like a proud aunt.


  “Did you hear what I said? The villagers need me. Our villagers.” Robin laid a heavy emphasis on the word. Locksley was, after all, part of Huntingdon’s domain.


  Marian threw up her hands. “Of course I care, but there’s nothing we can do about it tonight. Tomorrow morning, we can send provisions to Locksley, as much as this castle can spare. I don’t think twelve hours will make that much difference.”


  Robin would have to give in. He wouldn’t know a moment’s peace otherwise, and the day was getting on towards dusk anyway. He strode out of the hall, calling over his shoulder, “I don’t know why the wine merchant has been delayed. The outlaws could have accosted him on the road.”


  Chapter 2


  It was after dark when Will Scathelock rode his tired horse into the village of Hathersage. Most of the inhabitants were already sleeping. They were all early to bed and early to rise, and after a hard day at work in the fields, few chose to stay out late. The exception was the village alehouse. Will made for it. He knew the woman who ran it, and he was certain she would give him a bed for the night. Had he ridden a few more miles to Locksley, he would have found a bed among friends and not have to pay for the privilege, but the memories were too painful.


  Not for the first time, Will questioned his wisdom in returning. When he’d watched Robin ride away from him, he’d vowed never to see any of them again. He had made a living as a mercenary, selling his sword to any knight or merchant who could afford it. As he defended fat nobles from thieves, intent on stealing their purses, he smiled inwardly at the irony. He never allowed himself to get too close to his employers. Many of them were greedy bastards, but it was the only way to earn a living.


  His latest commission was as bodyguard to Lord Basset, a minor landowner, who had recently been appointed custodian of a small keep close to the borders of Nottingham. Will had considered turning down the job. He had avoided this part of England for years, but he needed the money, and the wages Basset was offering were generous. He was damned if he was going to stay away like a frightened child. There was no reason he should run into Robin, and if he did, the Earl of Huntingdon was beyond his reach. Marian had seen to that.


  Just thinking the name was enough to make Will grind his teeth. She had taken Robin from him, she and King Richard, God curse him.


  Will had not always been a bitter man, but bitterness ate at his soul, a canker no amount of ale could dull. His longing for Robin was as acute as it had ever been, no matter how many men he took to his bed. He thought perhaps he wanted it that way.


  The alehouse was crowded and noisy. Will handed his horse over to a stable boy, after tipping him generously, and managed to secure himself a night’s lodging before he joined the locals in a mug of ale and plate of indifferent stew while thinking longingly of the beef pottage Jane used to cook.


  He had not been seated long when a man accosted him.


  “Will Scathelock. It is you, isn’t it? Or do my old eyes deceive me?”


  Will smiled at Jaspar. “I didn’t think you’d remember me, old man.”


  “Not so old that I couldn’t send you flying over that table,” Jaspar quipped.


  He had once been the village headman but had been forced to flee after he and his daughter Daphne fell foul of the law. Will was glad he had been able to return home.


  Jaspar seated himself opposite Will and gestured to one of the serving girls to bring more ale. “What brings you back to this area, Scathelock? The gossip was that you’d left England.”


  “You shouldn’t believe everything you hear. I have a job with Lord Basset.”


  “So you’ll be moving back to the area, then. John and Daphne will be pleased.”


  Will kept his voice neutral with an effort. “How are they?”


  “They’re grand. Still living up at the castle.”


  “The castle?”


  Surely John had not returned to Nottingham.


  “I mean Huntingdon Castle,” Jaspar explained. “The earl gave John a job. He’s captain of the garrison there. He and Daphne have a son, a fine, strong lad of eight years old.”


  Will bit off a big chunk of bread and used it as an excuse not to answer. He was glad to hear that John and Daphne were well, but he feared letting the conversation continue any further. It might work around to the very man he longed to know about but did not dare mention.


  “Did you hear about Locksley?” Jaspar asked.


  Halfway through a mouthful of ale, Will choked. “What about him?”


  “I mean the village. It was raided last night by outlaws.”


  Will took a deep, steadying breath. He really was going to have to stop acting like this. Was he going to jump like a scared rabbit every time the word Locksley was spoken? It was pathetic.


  “I just arrived. Was it bad?”


  “They made off with most of the livestock and nearly all the food. Violated a few of the women, too.”


  “Isn’t anyone trying to catch them?”


  Jaspar shrugged. “Our sheriff isn’t exactly the active sort. He won’t stir himself unless he can see what’s in it for him.”


  Will had heard that Matthew Picard had become the new Sheriff of Nottingham, but he knew little about the man beyond his name. “He can’t be worse than Gisborne.”


  Jaspar shook his head. “For all his faults, Gisborne would have hunted these outlaws down long ago.” He stopped, apparently realising what he’d said. “Not that he was very good at it. He never caught you, after all.”


  He would have, if not for Robin. No one had known Sherwood better. If anyone could hunt down these outlaws, it was Robin.


  Will stayed another hour with Jaspar, but when the man finally got up to leave, Will used it as his excuse to retire.


  The bed consisted of a bag stuffed with hay and a single scratchy blanket, but Will barely noticed as he lay down and allowed his weary muscles to relax.


  ***


  He was woken by shouts and screams and tumbled out of bed, shaking his head to clear it of the fog of slumber. Automatically, he reached for his pack, where his sword was stowed. Fists hammered on the tavern door. Moving to the tiny window slit set in the wall of his room, Will peered out.


  At first, he struggled to make out anything. Gradually, as his eyes adjusted to the night, he made out the silhouettes of several men congregated outside the tavern. One of them was attacking the door with a stout cudgel. Even as Will watched, the doors hinges gave. From below, he heard the alewife scream again.


  Will did not wait to see any more. Sword in hand, he charged down the tavern stairs. He was the only guest staying, which meant it was up to him to protect the alewife and her attendants.


  He arrived in the main room in time to see the door collapse, and three men strode in, all of them big and menacing. Their clothing was worn and nondescript. Every one of them was shaggy and unkempt, and they all carried daggers and clubs.


  The alewife and the two girls who served with her cowered at the back of the room. At a silent gesture from Will, they scurried out through the back door. Will turned to meet the intruders, his sword naked in his hand.


  “This tavern is closed. Hadn’t you noticed?”


  The biggest of the men glared at him. “Who the hell are you?”


  “I could ask you the same thing.”


  “Get out of our way. We’re here for the ale.”


  “And the wenches,” one of his companions added with a leer.


  These scum were not going to leave of their own free will. Unfortunately, there were three of them and one of him, and from the distant sounds he could hear outside, the ruffians had brought friends with them. Will suspected these were the outlaws who had raided Locksley; now they were attacking Hathersage. The villagers would be sufficiently occupied and unable to come to the alewife’s rescue. It was up to him to deal with these louts as best he could, which would have been a whole lot easier without a gallon of ale inside him.


  His sword flicked out, quick and deadly. More from luck than skill, the man he had attacked was able to block with his cudgel. Another of the men lunged, swinging for Will’s head. Will dodged the blow and parried. He was forced to fight an attack on two sides. The remaining man was busy dragging barrels of ale out through the smashed door of the tavern. The alewife appeared, sobbing and shrieking, but a blow from the outlaw’s club silenced her.


  Will cursed. He’d assumed she’d run for it. He redoubled his efforts to disarm the two men, but on top of the effects of the ale, he was still exhausted from his long ride. He got under one attacker’s guard long enough to stab him through the shoulder. Even as the man screamed and stumbled, Will slashed him across the side of the neck. The man fell, his life bleeding away into the floor rushes.


  The remaining attacker let out a yell of rage and swung wildly. Will did not respond quickly enough, and the club dealt him a crushing blow on the back of the skull. Pain exploded through Will’s head, and the world slipped away from him. His last thought was fury that he had not managed to kill all the horsons before he died.


  ***


  From her place on the Deus, Marian gazed down on her guests with satisfaction. The hall was full of noise and laughter. Musicians entertained the diners from a small gallery above, among them, Alan a Dale. The attempts of the musicians to make themselves heard went largely disregarded.


  The tables groaned under a selection of dishes Marian had had her cook prepare to her exact specifications. There was roast pork, boiled fowl and game pies, and fish swimming in a variety of sauces. Trenchers of wheat bread sat before each guest, which they loaded with the various delicacies on offer.


  The women were resplendently dressed, each attempting to outdo the others with her finery. Everywhere Marian looked, jewels sparkled, though not all of them belonged to women. Marian had chosen her own gown of green velvet with care. Ursula, her ever faithful maid, had arranged her hair in a net of fine, silver filaments, but next to some of the women, she felt like a moth among several brightly coloured butterflies. Glancing across the table at Lady Beatrice, wife of Henry Runeville, Lord of Barnsdale, she felt particularly drab.


  Lady Beatrice was a handsome woman in her late thirties. Tall and slim, she wore a gown of deep crimson with elaborate embroidery decorating the neck, sleeves and hem. Her hair had been gathered high on top of her head, emphasising the pale, slender column of her neck, around which hung a jewelled cross set with a ruby the size of a bird’s egg. Her face was still fresh and flawless. Her keen grey eyes roved around the hall, as if comparing it to her own.


  Her husband Henry sat at the head of the table in conversation with Robin. Marian was pleased to note that Robin had at least made the effort to dress appropriately. Across from Marian and beside Lady Beatrice, sat Sir Lewis d’Ambray.


  Marian had greeted his arrival with mixed feelings. Lewis was a friend of Robin’s and Lord of Mansfield. He had once been a vigorous, energetic man who’d fought on the side of King Richard against his brother in the attack on Nottingham Castle. He had a reputation for being fair to nobles and tenants alike, but the death of his beloved wife Gwendolyn in childbirth had broken something inside him. Lewis had never recovered from her loss.


  When David died and Robin fled England, leaving Marian alone, she had ridden over to visit Lewis, both to offer comfort and receive it. They’d remained friends, but lately, Marian suspected Lewis of deeper feelings towards her. It was nothing she could put her finger on. Indeed, she sometimes thought it was just her imagination. But then she would detect a softening of his manner and expression; his lips might linger on her cheek a fraction too long, or she would catch him studying her when he thought himself unobserved.


  It was flattering. Lewis was handsome, and a good man. Marian could have him if she chose, though she might have to overcome his scruples first. He and Robin were close, and Lewis’s sense of honour was strong. Still, she had been tempted, but always she dismissed the notion. Her feelings for Robin were still tangled in her consciousness, so much that she could not sort through them. She had not given up hope of winning his love even after all these years. He had become an obsession for her almost from the moment she first met him, and she found it difficult to let go, even when the signs told her their marriage was unlikely to recover.


  “May I offer you any more meat, Lady Beatrice?” Lewis asked. “The chicken is especially good.”


  He transferred his smile to Marian. “You have an excellent cook, My Lady.”


  Marian inclined her head, matching his formal courtesy.


  Beatrice’s smile was distinctly flirtatious. “Really, My Lord, anyone would think you were trying to make me fat. Much more of this and I shall burst out of my gown.”


  Lewis’s eyes darted to Beatrice’s bosom. Her gown had been laced tight to emphasize it, and it did indeed appear in danger of spilling out. Lewis looked away quickly and addressed Marian. “I see your cup is empty, My Lady. Allow me to refill it.”


  It was customary for men to look after their closest female neighbours. Marian was separated from Robin by several seats, so she smiled graciously at Lewis and allowed him to fill her cup with the French wine Robin had specially imported. She could not help an inward wince as she did so. There was not much of this particular vintage left, hence her earlier consternation at the failure of the new delivery to arrive in time for tonight’s banquet. This was her first of the year, to mark the beginning of the hunting season and to welcome Sir Henry Runeville back from travelling the French tourney circuit, where he appeared to have enjoyed some success.


  “I’ve said it before, but this is a truly beautiful castle,” Lady Beatrice enthused, as Lewis also refilled her cup.


  Marian could not help a complacent smile. She was proud of Huntingdon. The castle had been in her family for generations. Improvements had been added by various earls over the years, including Robin. Its defences were impressive. A deep moat surrounded the fortress, crossed by means of a drawbridge. Walls, several feet thick, protected the large, square keep, with archers slits to ward the approach. Towers rose above the walls, giving a view of the surrounding countryside for miles, as well as further vantage points to attack from.


  The gatehouse, which gave entry to the keep, was a tunnel, with doors and portcullises at either end. The walls and roof of the tunnel were lined with arrow slits and murder holes. The portcullises and drawbridge were controlled from a guard room within the gatehouse. In times of peace, the drawbridge remained down and the outer portcullis open, but in times of siege, the castle could be sealed as securely as any prison.


  Marian’s one regret was that, as yet, there was no heir to inherit it, but perhaps this time. Her hand went unconsciously to her belly.


  “I should love to live in a castle.” Lady Beatrice sighed. “The splendour of this hall contrasts strongly with the hall in Barnsdale. The manor is in sore need of repairs, but our villeins are lazy. However often Henry harangues them, they rarely put in a good day’s work, and then they have the gall to complain when Henry raises the taxes and rents. I swear even when they can be prevailed upon to work, they do a poor job deliberately.”


  “Can Henry not send to Nottingham for decent workmen?” Marian suggested.


  “It’s the money, my dear, the money. Good men do not come cheap. Besides, it is the duty of the tenants to serve their lord. You know we had a villein run away recently. If he manages to elude capture for a year and a day, he will be a free man. It is an outrageous system. My poor Henry struggles for every coin since King John raised the taxes yet again.”


  Marian searched for something diplomatic to say. After all, if Beatrice spent less on her wardrobe and Henry cut back on his gambling, they might well have the money for the repairs to the manor.


  “What of your husband’s recent success on the tourney circuit?”


  Beatrice looked pained. “Still not enough to cover his debts. Henry is in need of financial assistance.”


  As she spoke, she fixed her eyes on her husband, still deep in conversation with Robin. Marian noticed the tightness of Robin’s mouth, and although she was too far away to hear what was said, his irritation was obvious.


  Marian curbed her resentment with difficulty. She had invited Henry and Beatrice to this gathering in the hope that Robin and Henry might mend their friendship, which had suffered several blows over the years, mainly due to Henry’s constant demands for money. Marian had foolishly believed Henry’s success would mean he would no longer be expecting his friends to dip into their pockets.


  Her gaze was drawn to a young man in his late teens, sitting on Henry’s right, who appeared to be flirting with every woman in the immediate vicinity.


  “Who is that?”


  Beatrice beamed. “That is Henry’s younger brother, Steven. Isn’t he handsome?” There was unmistakable pride in Beatrice’s voice, as if she were personally responsible for the way the boy had turned out.


  Steven looked nothing like his brother. With his mop of wheat-coloured hair, fresh complexion and deep blue eyes, he was turning many heads. Marian had to admit that, had she been younger and unmarried, she would have been one of them. Still, as a younger son, Steven would not have many prospects. He would have to earn his wealth, not inherit it.


  “Henry adores him,” Beatrice cooed. “He’s so glad to have Steven back. Of course, it is one more mouth for us to feed.” She heaved a heavy sigh.


  Thankfully, Lewis came to the rescue by offering Beatrice more wine.


  She gave a girlish laugh. “Would you have me falling down in a drunken stupor, My Lord?”


  Once the final course had been served, it was time for dancing. Marian was feeling queasy once more. She wished she hadn’t eaten so much. She would have liked to retire, but as that wasn’t an option, she gritted her teeth, praying her stomach would stay put for the rest of the evening.


  By now, everyone was flushed with wine and in the mood for fun. Alan struck up a lively tune, and the other musicians were quick to take up the melody while a drummer beat time.


  By tradition as Earl and Countess, she and Robin would have been expected to lead the dance, but Marian found herself approached by Henry Runeville’s younger brother Steven. He made her a courtly bow, somewhat ruining the effect by flashing her a roguish smile. Marian’s lips curved in an involuntary response.


  “May I have this dance, My Lady?”


  Marian looked towards Robin. He was at the centre of a knot of men and either unaware or uninterested in what was going on in the hall.


  Steven followed Marian’s gaze. “It is against protocol, I know, but your good husband seems to be otherwise occupied at present, and as you are quite the most beautiful lady here, I thought I would take advantage of his absence.”


  Marian laughed. “I’m guessing you have used such compliments before. Does your flattery truly work?”


  Steven had the grace to look a little sheepish. “Not often,” he admitted. Then that wicked grin flashed again. “But I live in hope.”


  He extended a hand to her, and Marian took it.


  Other couples were quick to form. She saw Ursula partnering Reese, a Welsh archer. There were a number of Welshmen among the castle archers. Robin claimed there were none better, having witnessed their skill while on crusade. The archers often competed against Robin, and Reese was the only one who had come close to besting him. Seeing Ursula’s flushed cheeks and sparkling eyes warmed Marian’s heart. Ursula hadn’t said as much, but it was obvious she was taken with the young archer, and he with her.


  Marian’s stomach continued to grow more and more agitated as Steven spun her expertly. At last, she was forced to excuse herself.


  Robin had not once looked her way. As she left the hall, Marian wondered if he would have noticed if she had spirited Steven away to their bedchamber and made love to him there and then.


  She heard Lady Beatrice’s voice rising above the chatter and music. “Poor thing. I understand she is with child. Let’s hope she is able to hang on to this one. I thank God every day that my Justin turned out so healthy and strong.”


  I hate her, Marian seethed inwardly and made it to the privy before vomiting up the meal she had consumed.


  She heard a gentle tap on the door as she wiped the back of a shaking hand across her forehead.


  “My Lady? Are you all right?”


  Ursula, bless her, had come to see if she was well.


  Marian emerged and stood, breathing in the fresh air. It was early April and still chilly in the evenings when the sun went down. Marian wished she had her mantle.


  Ursula was instantly concerned. “You’re cold. Shall I help you back inside?”


  Marian shook her head. Distant sounds of revelry floated out to her, but she wasn’t ready to return yet.


  “Help me over to the bench.”


  Ursula immediately took her arm. Marian’s legs were still shaky, and Ursula supported most of her weight. With solicitous care, she guided Marian to the bench and lowered her onto it. Not for the first time, Marian wondered what she would do without Ursula. She wasn’t just a maid, but a friend as well—her only one, with the possible exception of Lewis d’Ambray.


  Though she had to be freezing, Ursula sat on the bench beside Marian, lending a quiet, comforting presence. Marian felt like laying her head on Ursula’s shoulder and weeping. Lady Beatrice’s words still resounded in her head.


  Let’s hope she manages to hang on to this one.


  As she had earlier in the chapel, Marian prayed. Please God, let this child live. Let it be a son, an heir for Huntingdon, or if not, then at least let it be healthy.


  Perhaps a child would help to save her failing marriage. She was drifting further away from Robin with every passing day. It was a miracle this child had been conceived at all.


  The crunch of footsteps made Marian look up. She experienced a mix of pleasure and apprehension at the sight of Lewis d’Ambray. Ursula tactfully withdrew, leaving them alone. Marian had to bite back a sudden urge to beg her to stay.


  Lewis held out her mantle. “You left this behind. I thought you might be cold.” He draped it over her shoulders.


  Marian brought it close, tucking the folds around her gratefully. “You didn’t need to come out here. Ursula would have fetched it.”


  “I wanted to see how you were.”


  A lump came to Marian’s throat. Lewis was such a lonely man. Like her, he had watched his child die. His son had lived only a few hours after his birth. It was a bond they shared.


  Robin had never grieved with Marian, shutting away his emotions and fleeing from her as if all the demons in hell were after him. She had done her weeping on Lewis’s shoulder.


  “I’m sorry for what Lady Beatrice said,” he murmured. “I’m sure she didn’t mean anything by it.”


  “She’s a self-righteous shrew.”


  A smile turned up the corners of Lewis’s mouth. “I believe she has a motive in mind.”


  “What kind of motive?”
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